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There is a story of a Jewish rabbi, a Hasidic Jew, who used to say that he had discovered the meaning of love from a drunken peasant.  The rabbi was visiting the owner of a tavern in the Polish countryside.  As he walked in, he saw two peasants at a table.  Both were gloriously in their cups.  Arms around each other, they were protesting how much each loved the other.  Suddenly Ivan turned to Peter and said, “Peter, tell me, what hurts me?”  Bleary-eyed, Peter looked at Ivan:  “How do I know what hurts you?”  Ivan’s answer was swift:  “If you don’t know what hurts me, how can you say you love me?”  (from Walter Burghardt, STILL PROCLAIMING YOUR WONDERS, p. 111)
 
The prophet Jeremiah in today’s text is telling us that what hurts us must be verbalized.  The pain must be given voice.  God is there to hear the pain; and it is by going through the pain that we find our way to newness.  But the first priority is to express it, as Jeremiah did:  “My joy is gone, grief is upon me, my heart is sick.”  At a time like that, somebody needs to listen—to know what hurts.  Jeremiah poured out his pain both to God and to God’s people.
 
We know what it is to be heartsick. We’ve all been there.  We’ve lost a loved one to death.  We’ve seen dreams crushed.  Some of us have lost our jobs; some of us have had our loved ones leave us.  Some of us have longed for a break we didn’t get.  Some of us continue to struggle through grief that won’t go away.  Someone said that grief is love that won’t let go.  So, we all carry a certain grief over the love that just won’t let go.
 
Jeremiah went through a season of grief and loss.  He grieved over the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple. He grieved over the death of his city, his culture. He grieved over the exile to Babylon.  He felt heartsick.  And he spoke his lament:  “My joy is gone, grief is upon me, my heart is sick.  Is there no balm in Gilead?  Is there no healing for this agony?”
 
This is confession, pouring out the pain to God and to God’s people.  It’s both personal pain and moral pain; and we’ve known the same agony at the death of loved ones and the grief we feel over the poverty and violence and war in our own time.
 
We’ve all had our hearts broken.  We go through a series of losses in our life, and those losses can start at an early age. 
 
Some of you have heard the story of the little girl whose mother sent her down the street on an errand.  When she was late returning, the mother became concerned.  When the little girl finally arrived, her mother asked. Why are you late?  Did you have some trouble?”  The little girl said that on her way home she had met her friend Suzie, and Suzie’s doll was broken.”  Mother said, “Oh, so you stopped to help Suzie fix her doll?”  “No,” the little girl said, “I couldn’t fix it.  But I stopped to help her cry.”
 
Most of the time we can’t fix it, whatever “it” is.  A broken doll, a bad medical report, a crisis in a marriage or friendship, a death—we can’t fix it.  But we can be there, stay awhile and help each other cry.  We can listen to each other as we struggle our way through the pain.
 
And this is what church is all about.  Church is the place where we come to cry.  Last 
Sunday in this service we sang “Amazing Grace,” and it was a rousing, emotional moment.  Because of our long history with that hymn, it connects with our heart---and our hope at the same time.  Singing that hymn at a crucial time can give opportunity for us to listen to each other as we give voice to the stirrings in us evoked by the hymn.
 
Where do we find help and hope for our heartsick seasons?   We may turn to long-time friends.  We may go off by ourselves to “get it out.”  But God had a better idea.  God has given us the Christian community---this covenant community of deacons and other friends who listen to us and sit with us as we speak the grief that eventually brings cleansing and comfort.  
 
We’ve often said that every member here is a minister.  That’s true.  Staff ministers are expected to visit and counsel. We all seek to care for each other.  But our deacons may be the chief ministers among us.  We ordain deacons to make sure that each of us has “personal minister.”  Staff ministers will always try to be attentive; but we especially appreciate the intentional care we receive from our deacon.
 
How can a griever find hope?  God is at work in Jeremiah’s grief, and God is at work in our grief.  The only way out of the pain is through it, and we get through it.  It’s a process that requires relying on others to help.  The central mark of the early church was captured in one sentence:  “See how they love one another.”  Love always involves listening and trusting.  As the man in the tavern said, “How can you say you love me if you don’t know what hurts me?” 
 
Thank God for this church of loving people.  Thank God for these new deacons; they are bringers of hope, and they are signs that God has sent us help and hope.  God’s newness is on the way.
 
Thanks be to God.  
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